







































	 Elsewhere	I	have	detailed	how	the	physical	environment	can	also	inform	readers’	consciousness	by	way	of	reinforcing	mental	imagery,	that	is,	when	one’s	physical	situation	somehow	corresponds	to	the	setting	or	contents	of	the	story	being	experienced.20	For	instance,	if	I	knew	where	to	look	for	the	laundress	story	in	print	and	read	it	on	the	Elbe	bank	I	used	to	go	to	as	a	child,	or	near	any	other	river	for	that	matter,	my	mental	images	of	it	would	likely	be	even	more	vivid.	This	effect	would	not	necessarily	depend	on	me	actually	hearing	the	river	(in	my	memories,	the	Elbe	is	perfectly	still),	or	seeing	it	peripherally	in	the	moment	of	experiencing	the	story;	the	sheer	sense	of	its	physical	proximity	would	probably	suffice	to	prop	my	mental	imagery.	This	principle	of	environmental	propping	has	a	wealth	of	possible	applications	in	reading	pedagogy	as	teachers	can	evoke	story	settings	through	various	priming	techniques	and	classroom	adjustments.	They	can	also	inspire	pupils	to	experiment	with	different	reading	environments	in	their	spare	time	so	as	to	enhance	their	story	experience.		 In	my	hypothetical	propping	scenario,	the	serendipitous	sense	of	a	nearby	river	merging	in	my	consciousness	with	the	fictitious	river	might	also	further	reinforce	future	memories	of	my	physical	encounter	with	the	story.	But	as	it	happens,	although	I	heard	the	laundress	story	nowhere	near	a	water	resource,	I	still	remember	this	encounter	fairly	well.	After	many	years	I	still	know	where,	when,	and	from	whom	I	heard	the	anecdote.	I	am	not	suggesting	that	all	past	narrative	experiences	are	as	intimately	tied	in	memory	to	where	they	took	place.	But	some	are,	and	clearly	not	only	those	propped	by	congruent	settings.	Perhaps	certain	life	circumstances	support	such	highly	situated	forms	of	reading	consciousness,	a	view	also	held	by	astute	consciousness	observer	Marcel	Proust	in	his	essay	On	Reading:		 what	our	childhood	reading	leaves	behind	in	us	is	above	all	the	image	of	the	places	and	days	where	and	when	we	engaged	in	it.	I	have	not	escaped	its	sorcery:	intending	to	speak	about	reading	I	have	spoken	of	everything	
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but	books,	because	it	is	not	of	books	that	the	reading	itself	has	spoken	to	me.21			 Proust’s	observation,	then,	is	where	the	three	strands	of	this	chapter	come	together.	It	chimes	with	evidence	of	readers	looking	for	“themselves”	in	literature	in	sensitive	times	especially,	as	a	way	of	coping	or	identity	formation.	Childhood	and	young	adulthood,	the	life	period	in	which	the	foundations	of	our	reading	habits	and	abilities	are	laid,	happens	to	be	one	such	sensitive	time.	Additionally,	as	young	readers	are	busy	tackling	literacy	acquisition	in	a	technical	sense,	their	reading	consciousness	is	also	likely	bound	to	be	the	most	unruly	and	the	least	amenable	to	the	neat	container	metaphor.	Educators	may	more	or	less	intuit	this	double	exceptionality.	The	challenge	is	exploring	it	to	the	pupils’	benefit	–	when	teaching,	designing	tests,	and	setting	the	physical	stage	of	their	narrative	experiences.	In	digital	times,	when	reading	and	text	are	becoming	mobile	to	a	degree	that	would	have	baffled	the	sedentary	experiencer	Proust,	we	must	remember	to	worry	not	only	about	the	notorious	depth	of	the	mind’s	container,	but	also	about	the	reach	and	agility	of	the	sieve	that	is	the	reading	consciousness.			 Further	Reading		Blackmore,	Susan.	Consciousness:	An	Introduction,	second	edn.	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2011).		Charlton,	Michael,	Corinna	Pette,	and	Christina	Burbaum.	“Reading	Strategies	in	Everyday	Life:	Different	Ways	of	Reading	a	Novel	Which	Make	a	Distinction,”	
Poetics	Today	25,	no.	2	(2004):	pp.	241–263.		Fialho,	Olivia,	Sonia	Zyngier,	and	David	Miall.	“Interpretation	and	Experience:	Two	Pedagogical	Interventions	Observed,”	English	in	Education	45,	no.	3	(2011):	pp.	236–253.																																																									21	Marcel	Proust,	On	Reading,	trans.	Damion	Searls	(London:	Hesperus	Press,	2011):	p.	18.	My	italics.	
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